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PIONEER PHYSICIANS OF LOS ANGELES 

BY H. D. BARROWS. 

[Read Oct. 7, 1901.] 

The first three educated physicians who practiced their pro- 
fession in Los Angeles for longer or shorter periods, of whom 
we have any record, were : 

Dr. John Marsh, who came here in January 1836; 

Dr. Richard S. Den, who arrived in California in 1843; 

Dr. John S. Griffin, assistant surgeon, U. S. A., who arrived 
in 1846. 

A brief account of each of these trained physicians and sur- 
geons ought to be of interest to the present generation. 

Dr. Marsh was a native of Massachusetts, and a graduate of 
Harvard college, and also of its medical school. He came to 
Los Angeles by way of Santa Fe. In the Archives of this city, 
Translations, Vol. 2, p. 113, (session of the Ayuntamiento or 
Town Council, of 18th February, 1836,) the following record 
is found : 

"... A petition from foreigner, Don Juan Marchet, 
(John Marsh; the sound of sh at the ending of a word is un- 
known to the Spanish tongue;) a native of United States of the 
North, was read. He asks that this illustrious (honorable) 
Ayuntamiento consider him as having appeared, he declaring 
his intention of establishing (locating) in this city, and also that 
he is a physician and surgeon. The 111. Aynumiento decided, 
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in conformity with the law of April 14, 1828, Art. 3, as, follows: 
Record and forward the certified copy, solicited, reminding said 
Marchet (Marsh) that he cannot practice surgery until he has 
obtained permission from this Ayuntamiento." . . . (Min- 
utes of this meeting were signed:) "Manuel Requena, Pres.; 
Tiburcio Tapia, Rafael Guirado, Basilio Valdez, Jose Ma. Her- 
rera, Abel Stearns, Narcisco Botello." (Each with his proper 
Rubric attached.) 

At page 117 of Archives, (session of 25th February, 1836,) 
this minute occurs: ... "A petition from Mr. Juan 
Marchet (Marsh) asking to be permitted to practice his profes- 
sion, was read. The 111. Body decided to give him permission 
to practice medicine, as he has submitted for inspection his di- 
ploma, which was found to be correct, and also for the reason 
that he would be very useful to the community." 

His diploma being in Latin, it is said that, as no one could 
be found in Los Angeles who understood that language, the 
document had to be sent to San Gabriel for the Mission priest 
to translate, and which, as noted, was found correct. Dr. 
Marsh, however, only remained in Los Angeles about a year, 
when, early in 1837, he went north and settled finally on the 
rancho Los Medanos, or New York ranch, near Monte Diablo, 
of which he became the owner. Here he lived until his death in 
1856, being murdered by natives. Dr. Marsh was naturalized as 
a Mexican citizen in 1844. 

Dr. R. S. Den was born in Ireland in 1821. After receiving 
a thorough education as a physician, surgeon and obstetrician, 
he was appointed surgeon of a passenger ship bound for Austra- 
lia in 1842. From thence he came via Valparaiso to Mazatlan, 
where he received with delight news from, his brother, Nicolas, 
from whom he had not heard for some years, and who was then 
living at Santa Barbara. Resigning his position as surgeon,, he 
came to California, arriving at San Pedro, August 21, and at 
Santa Barbara, September 1, 1843, at the age of 22 years. 

In the winter of 1843-4, Dr. Den was called to Los Angeles 
to perform some difficult surgical operations, when he received 
a petition, signed by leading citizens, both native and foreign, 
asking him to remain and practice his profession. And so, in 
July, 1844, he returned to Los Angeles. From that time on, till 
his death in 1895, he made his home here, with the exception of 
a brief period in the mines, and about twelve years, from 1854 
to 1866, in which he had to look after the interests of his stock 
rancho of San Marcos, in Santa Barbara county. 
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A much fuller account of Dr. Den and his long and honora- 
ble career in. Southern California during the pioneer times, may 
be found in the "Illustrated History of Los Angeles County," 
published in 1889, pp. 197-200, which also contains a steel en- 
graving and good likeness of Dr. Den. 

In the Medical Directory of 1878 the following paragraph 
appears: "It is of record that Dr. R. S. Den, in obedience to 
the laws of Mexico relating to foreigners, did present his di- 
plomas as physician and surgeon to the government of the coun- 
try, March 14, 1844, and that he received special license to 
practice from said government." The document here referred 
to, Dr. Den, in the latter years of his life, showed to me. It was 
signed by Gov. Micheltorena; and, as it was an interesting his- 
torical document, I asked that he present it to the Historical 
Society, which he promised to do. At his death, I took consid- 
erable pains to have the paper hunted up, but without success. 
His heirs, (the children of his brother Nicolas,) apparently had 
but little idea of the historical value of such a document, and 
therefore it probably has been lost. 

Dr. John S. Griffin, who for nearly half a century was an 
eminent citizen, and an eminent physician and surgeon of Los 
Angeles, was a native of Virginia, born in 18 16, and a graduate 
of the medical department of the University of Pennsylvania. 
After practicing his profession some three years in Louisville, 
he entered the United States army as assistant surgeon, serving 
under Gen. Worth in Florida and on the southwest frontier. 
As I presented the Historical Society a condensed sketch of Dr. 
Griffin's life on the occasion of his death, three years ago, (pub- 
lished in the society's Annual of 1898, pp. 183-5,) I would here 
refer members to that sketch; and for further details, to the ac- 
count that I wrote, taken down mainly from his own lips, for the 
Illustrated History of this county of 1889, pp. 206-7, which lat- 
ter is accompanied by an excellent stipple steel portrait of Dr. 
Griffiin. There are many citizens of Los Angeles and, in fact, 
of California, still living who knew Dr. Griffiin well and esteemed 
him highly. His death occurred in this city, August 23, 1898. 

Of other physicians and surgeons who practiced their pro- 
fession in Los Angeles in early times, there were Doctors A. P. 
Hodges, the first mayor of the city, (July 3, 1850, to May 15, 
1851;) and A. W. Hope, who was the first State Senator, (1S50- 
51,) of the First Senatorial District, (San Diego and Los An* 
geles;) and Doctors McFarlane, Downey, ("afterwards Governor 
of the State;) Thos. Foster, T. J. White, R. T. Hayes, Winston, 
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Cullen, etc.; and during the fifties and sixties and later, many 
others too numerous to mention, within the limits and scope of 
this brief paper. 

My friend, Mr. Elijah Moulton, who came to> Los Angeles 
in 1845, informs me that he knew two other doctors, who prac- 
ticed here for a short time between '45 and '49 : one of them a 
Frenchman, who went to San Diego with Dr. Griffiin to assist 
him in treating the wounded soldiers, and who, Dr. Griffiin said, 
was a first-cless surgeon; and an American named Keefe. The 
Frenchman's name has been forgotten. 



